Peanut allergic subjects' peripheral blood mononuclear cell proliferative responses to crude peanut protein.
Peanut allergy is characterized by a high frequency of severe and occasionally fatal reactions. To determine if there are features of the in vitro cellular response that may account for the observed severity of peanut allergy. Skin-prick testing (SPT), RAST assay of serum peanut-specific and total IgE and mixed peripheral blood mononuclear cells (PBMC) proliferative responses to crude peanut protein were measured in 44 peanut allergics with varying severity of clinical reactions. PBMC responses of 13 non-peanut allergic controls (six atopic) were also studied. Subjects' PBMCs proliferated more than controls', even without stimulation. Subjects' PBMC proliferative responses did not correlate with clinical severity, SPT weal size or peanut-specific IgE levels. Controls' PBMCs did not respond to peanut. There was no correlation between PBMC response and time since last reaction to peanut. Subjects' PBMCs responded more than controls, to mitogen as well as allergen. Proliferation increased with increasing concentration of peanut protein (P < 0.0001). PBMCs of peanut allergics demonstrate a dose-dependent response to peanut which does not correlate with clinical severity, SPT reaction or levels of peanut specific IgE. The response is antigen-specific. Peanut protein is not mitogenic and is not acting as a superantigen. While there are non-specific differences in the PBMC responses of peanut allergic individuals compared with atopic and non-atopic controls, these differences do not explain the unique severity of peanut allergy.